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While many governments drag their feet on climate change, many 
supermarket companies are driving ahead policies to inform customers 
about environmental issues and reduce their own impact. Nigel Williams 
reports.
Carbon admissionsWhile many governments are 
dragging their feet on taking 
seriously the many aspects 
of climate change and how to 
address them, environmental 
and conservation groups have 
suddenly found an old enemy 
has turned into a new friend that 
has caught many of them by 
surprise.
Several major supermarket 
companies are now embarking 
on policies that will see them 
pledging to do very much more 
to tackle the problem of climate 
change and other environmental 
issues. They clearly believe 
there is a business advantage in 
such moves and are competing 
to display their environmental 
credentials.Two British retailers have 
recently launched initiatives to 
tackle climate change following 
moves by Wal-Mart to develop 
renewable energy supplies for all 
its US stores. 
Marks and Spencer, which sells 
food and clothing to Britain’s 
middle classes, promised last 
month to cut waste, sell fair-trade 
products, source fish only from 
sustainable fisheries and make the 
company carbon neutral within 
five years. Environmentalists 
praised its 100-point ‘eco-plan’. 
Greenpeace UK said: “If every 
retailer in Britain followed Marks 
and Spencer’s lead, it would be 
a major step forward in meeting 
the challenge of creating a 
sustainable society.”Tesco, one of the world’s top 
five retailers, has also set out its 
own policies on climate change. 
The company pledges a reduction 
in carbon dioxide emissions 
from its operations amounting 
to a 30 per cent cut per case of 
product by 2009, carbon labelling 
on all products, and a drive to 
make green choices available 
to millions of consumers in an 
affordable way.
It appears that tackling climate 
change is coming to be seen 
as a central part of business 
leadership. “As we look at our 
responsibility as one of the 
world’s largest companies, 
it just became obvious that 
sustainability was an issue that 
was going to be more important,” 
said Lee Scott, Wal-Mart’s chief 
executive.
Terry Leahy, chief executive at 
Tesco, said he is “now determined 
that Tesco should be a leader in Marketing matters: Supermarket companies such as Tesco are taking a lead in tackling environmental issues affecting climate 
change. (Photo: Tesco.)
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Geoff Parker is Derby Professor 
of Zoology at Liverpool 
University, where he has been 
employed since 1968, with one 
year (1978-9) at King’s College 
Research Centre, Cambridge. 
As a postgraduate he made 
optimality analyses of male 
dung fly sexual behaviour, which 
served as detailed quantitative 
tests of the then neglected 
theory of sexual selection. Early 
in his career, he initiated the 
study of post-copulatory sexual 
selection through his work on 
sperm competition, developed 
(with Baker and Smith) a leading 
theory for the evolution of males 
and females, made the first 
formal models of sexual conflict, 
and contributed to several other 
central concepts in behavioural 
ecology. He continues to model 
phenotypic evolution. He was 
elected FRS in 1989, and has 
received several awards from 
learned societies. 
What turned you on to biology 
in the first place? Natural 
history — and in an unfocused 
sense, evolution. I owe a lot to 
my father, who knew a great deal 
of natural history. Even before 
schooldays I was obsessively 
interested in animals and collected 
caterpillars, frogspawn, and 
woodlice from under Aubretia, 
and remember being enraptured 
by a radio programme, ‘How 
Things Began’, about the age 
of dinosaurs. Trips to Chester 
Zoo with my grandmother were 
magical, and she took me to a 
film, ‘Where no Vultures Fly’, 
about a game park in Africa. 
There was little access to wildlife 
compared to the breathtaking TV 
nature films available nowadays. 
Many weekends were spent on 
a friend’s farm in north Cheshire, 
which influenced my choice of 
PhD, on sexual selection in yellow 
dungflies, at Bristol. This began 
as an undergraduate project and 
proved to be a remarkably lucky 
choice: it led me into what was to 
become behavioural ecology.
Do you have any favourite 
papers? I loved G.C. Williams’ 
book ‘Adaptation and Natural 
Selection’, which I first 
encountered in Liverpool in the 
early 1970s. And Bob Trivers’ 
early paper on parent–offspring 
conflict, which shocked me rather 
than reinforced my intuition 
and convictions. And John 
Maynard Smith’s early papers on 
evolutionarily stable strategies, 
Ric Charnov’s classic on optimal 
foraging, and Bill Hamilton’s on 
inclusive fitness and his selfish 
herd paper. I find it almost 
impossible to choose just one 
from all these. How lucky, with 
my natural history interests, 
to be starting my career in the 
late 1960s, with the behavioural 
ecology ‘revolution’ about to 
begin, and what a privilege to 
have played a part in it, however 
small.
What is the best advice you’ve 
been given? Soon after starting 
at Liverpool, the ecological 
geneticist Philip Shepard, one 
of the sharpest intellects I have 
ever met, told me to publish all 
my ideas before I was 35 — after 
then all you do is refine them. 
I was 35 in 1979, and about 
40% of my citations are from 
papers to 1980, so he was 
probably right. The advice I’d 
give young biologists is to follow 
what they find most interesting, 
whatever pressures push in 
other directions. I dread the 
thought that academic research 
might become ‘directed’. If 
they have a genuine interest, 
I’d urge someone considering 
evolutionary biology to go for 
it: the revelations that lie ahead 
using molecular techniques to 
understand evolution — both 
phylogeny and adaptation — are 
immense. I wish I had another 
lifetime to be able to see it all 
happen!
If you knew what you know 
earlier on, would you still pursue 
the same path? I began at Bristol 
University as a medical student. 
From the start I regretted it, and 
wished I were doing zoology. So, 
to the amazement of the pre-
clinical tutor and the indignation 
of the dean of medicine, I quickly helping to create a low-carbon 
economy”.
While companies now 
scramble to assemble their green 
credentials, Wal-Mart are already 
raising the stakes, with Leo Scott 
addressing a meeting in the UK 
this month at the invitation of 
Prince Charles.
He promised to take non-
renewable energy “off our 
shelves and out of the lives of our 
customers”.
“Forgive the jargon, but we 
think sustainability is cool,” he 
told the audience of high-level 
environmentalists, corporate 
executives and government 
officials at the meeting in 
London eager to hear of these 
new policy pledges. “And 
perhaps more than anything 
else we see sustainability as 
mainstream”.
He called on each of Wal-Mart’s 
1.3 million employees to make 
one element of their lives more 
green by, for example, switching 
to energy-saving light bulbs or 
buying organic produce.
He outlined the company’s 
plans to use only 100 per cent 
renewable energy in its stores, 
creating zero waste, and selling 
products that sustain the 
environment. He said that he was 
seeking to send no waste from his 
UK stores to landfill by 2010.
And Sainsbury’s, another 
leading UK supermarket company, 
has announced efforts to tackle 
deforestation by selling paper 
products by the middle of this 
year only from recycled or 
sustainable sources.
Green pressure groups 
have given the promises a 
cautious welcome but many 
environmentalists are treating 
the new pledges with a generous 
dose of salt. Sandra Bell, food 
campaigner at Friends of the 
Earth, said Wal-Mart and Tesco 
expansion policies contradicted 
their green agenda and 
questioned their commitment to 
cutting their carbon footprints.
But there’s no doubt 
environmentalists, 
conservationists, governments  
and the leaders of many other 
industries will be looking closely 
at these promised moves by such 
major retail giants. 
